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Do the Descendants of Immigrants 
Become Adults Sooner or Later 
than Native-born? Evidence from 
the French Generations and Gender 
Survey 
Roberto Impicciatore and Ariane Pailhé  
Alma Mater Studiorum – Università di Bologna and Institut national d’études démographiques - INED 
— The French Generations and Gender Survey contains detailed information to study the 
exit from parental home and family formation processes among children of immigrants 
born in France. The longitudinal information contained in this data allows to trace the 
main events experienced in the early stages of the life course. Moreover, it contains 
information about the year of arrival in the host country and the characteristics of par-
ents.
— The timing in the transition to adulthood for the second generation from European coun-
tries is close to the transition of native French individuals.
— Second generations from Maghreb leave the parental home and live with a first spouse 
– married or not – later than French natives, but only those with two immigrant parents.
Introduction 
Transition to adulthood has been studied by demo-
graphers and social scientists as a set of different 
stages. The timing and the age when a person makes 
those steps is relevant with respect to personal 
achievements and demographic effects, such as so-
cial mobility, wellbeing and fertility. In the last 50 
years in Europe, the process that brings adolescents 
to adulthood has changed radically. The acquisition 
of residential autonomy and family formation have 
been postponed and the biographical trajectories are 
increasingly differentiated. Have these changes also 
taken place among immigrants and their descend-
ants? This emerges as a significant issue given the 
increasing prevalence of people in Europe with a mi-
gratory background. Furthermore, the second gen-
eration of immigrants is emerging as a particularly 
interesting group since they share the same welfare 
and institutional context as the majority population 
and, at the same time, are exposed to a different 
cultural influence inherited from their immigrant par-
ents. Differences and similarities in the timing of the 
transition to adulthood between children of immig-
rants and the rest of the population reveals: 1) The 
level of adherence to norms and practices in the host 
society; 2) the extent to which immigrants and their 
offspring integrate culturally into their host society 
(Pailhé, 2015); and, 3) the relevance of the welfare 
regime and the institutional settings in shaping the 
transition to adulthood (Impicciatore, 2015). 
This paper focuses on the exit from parental home 
and family formation among children of immigrants 
born in France using the GGS dataset. The longitud-
inal information contained in this data source allows 
us to trace the main events experienced in the early 
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stages of the life course. Moreover, the information 
about the year of arrival in the host country and the 
characteristics of parents makes it possible to define 
the subpopulations of interest. 
France is a country with a long history of immigration 
where individuals with a direct migration experience 
or children of immigrants represent one-fifth of the 
population (Insee, 2012) and come from countries 
more or less culturally distant from France. This 
country has also adopted a specific model of integ-
ration, i.e. assimilation, by promoting the conformity 
of immigrants and their descendants to the ideals of 
the French Republic (see for example Favell, 2001), 
which limits the persistence of cultural differences. 
This specific context should theoretically drive a con-
vergence of behaviours towards French standards.
Adapted or socialised? 
Because they are attached to two cultural herit-
ages, the behaviours of immigrants’ descendants are 
shaped by both the dominant norms of the society 
in which they grow up and by the intergenerational 
transmission of family values and practices. In other 
words, their living arrangements and family forma-
tion can be characterised by either the adaptation or 
socialisation process. 
The former process assumes living arrangements 
among immigrants’ children may increasingly re-
semble that of natives as they adapt to norms and 
values prevailing in the society of settlement, as well 
as its social, political and labour market conditions 
(Foner, 1997). Furthermore, adaptation can be rein-
forced by the fact that immigrants can be a selected 
group from their country of origin based on skills re-
quired in the host country, which may affect family 
behaviours. Adaptation occurs if there are similar 
patterns between natives and different ethnic groups 
in the same destination area.
This socialisation process assumes that the child-
hood environment exerts the greatest influence and 
being exposed to certain norms and values during 
childhood, transmitted from immigrant parents, may 
have long-lasting effects in shaping individual beha-
viours. In particular, socially recognised norms exist 
for the timing and sequencing of the events in the 
transition to adulthood, and thus influence partner-
ship dynamics (East, 1998). Consequently, migrants 
and their children show family preferences and beha-
viours that are relatively stable over time and similar 
to those observed in the country of departure (Han-
nemann and Kulu, 2015). Therefore, persons from 
different geographical origins may show different be-
haviours in the same country of destination. 
French and children of 
immigrants along the pathways 
to adulthood 
In France, the transition to adulthood has profoundly 
changed over the last 40 years. Formal marriage 
has lost ground to cohabitation, the conjugal bond 
has weakened and marital trajectories have become 
more complex (Pailhé et al., 2014). As far as the 
timing is concerned, young French men and women 
have increased their investment in education and 
delayed their entry into the labour market, as well as 
union formation and the age they become parents. 
However, within the European context, France is still 
characterised by leaving the parental home relatively 
early and multiple transitions on the path to mar-
riage and parenthood (Billari and Liefbroer, 2007), 
particularly in comparison with southern Europe, i.e. 
the main origin among European immigrants in this 
country.1 
The socialisation process in families is not the same 
for girls and boys. Normative timetables vary by 
gender, reflecting pervasive cultural differences in 
the age stratification of men and women (see for ex-
ample Hogan and Astone 1986). In France, as well 
as in other European countries, women tend to leave 
their parental home and form a new union before 
men (Chiuri and Del Boca, 2010). Ethnic differences 
may also be relevant even though previous results 
relating to second generations show that gender dif-
ferences in the transition to adulthood are quite con-
stant across different ethnic groups (Hamel et al., 
2012). In other words, the patterns experienced by 
men and women differ significantly whatever the ori-
gin.
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What can we (and what we 
cannot) determine from the GGS 
dataset 
Family dynamics and living arrangements among im-
migrants and ethnic minorities in Europe have be-
come topics of analysis only in recent years because 
of the lack of relevant data. For southern Europe this 
is mainly due to the relative young age of children 
of immigrants who arrived in mass amounts only in 
the last three decades. However, even in countries 
with a longer history of immigration such as France, 
the lack of longitudinal data hinder the analysis of 
patterns of family formation, fertility and, more 
broadly, of transition to adulthood. More recently, 
the TeO (Trajectoires et Origines), conducted in 
2008 (Beauchemin, Hamel and Simon, 2010)2 by the 
French Institute for Demographic Studies (INED) and 
the French National Statistical Office (INSEE), allows 
for an investigation of the living conditions and so-
cial trajectories of more than 16,000 immigrants and 
second generation immigrants. The survey contains 
retrospective biographical data concerning leaving 
the parental home, couple formation, childbirths and 
employment history.
The Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) consti-
tutes an additional source of information for analys-
ing the behaviours of people with a migration back-
ground, since it provides longitudinal data allowing 
us to trace all the main events experienced in the 
early stages of the life course (leaving the parental 
home, end of education, entering the labour market, 
union formation, fertility). In some cases, such as the 
French dataset3, information related to the country of 
birth of respondents and their parents, as well as the 
date of arrival in the host country, are also available, 
thus making it possible to define the migrant pop-
ulation and their descendants. However, differently 
from TeO, GGS data are not devoted to the analysis 
of migrants and this implies some limitations. Firstly, 
the size of the migrant sub-sample is quite limited; 
secondly, in the case of the French GGS the country 
of origin is not available, but only a rough aggrega-
tion of countries, thus strongly restricting the pos-
sibility to analyse existing heterogeneity within each 
macro-area of origin. In particular, we can identify 
two specific areas of origin: EU-25 and Maghreb. 
The three main groups of interest are defined ac-
cording to the respondent’s place of birth, parents’ 
place of birth and year of arrival in the host country: 
Native French (born in France with both parents born 
in France); Second gen. EU-25 (born in France or 
arrived in France before the age of six with at least 
one parent born abroad in the EU-25); Second gen. 
Maghreb (born in France or arrived in France before 
the age of six with at least one parent born abroad in 
Maghreb). After having selected people aged 18-49 
at the interview, we have 5,537 cases, among which 
366 are children of immigrants from other European 
countries and 364 originate from Maghreb (see Table 
1).
Table 1. Number of cases according to the migration 
background in the GGS dataset (wave 1). France 2005. 
18-49 years of age.
Source: GGS data
Second generations delay, but 
the origin counts 
Second generations leave the parental home and 
live with a first spouse – married or not – later than 
French natives (Table 2). However, this delay is rel-
evant and significant only for those from Maghreb: 
They exit the parental home 1.2 years later and form 
their first union 0.8 years later, and differences are 
higher among men, in particular when leaving the 
parental home. Children of European immigrants be-
have very similarly (or with a very slight delay) to 
that of French natives. The birth of the first child 
also occurs later among second generations, but the 
differences are not statistically significant.
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with parents born in the EU-25 and in Maghreb, des-
pite the fact they have not been developed to study 
immigrants’ backgrounds.
Overall, we found that the timing in the transition to 
adulthood for the second generation from European 
countries is closer to the transition of native French 
individuals than that of the second generation from 
the Maghreb, but only for those with two immigrant 
parents. These results, which are confirmed even 
when the level of education achieved and the family 
background are taken into account, are in line with 
previous analyses based on data dedicated to study 
populations with immigrant backgrounds. They may 
suggest a limited adaptation between French natives 
and children of immigrants from Maghreb. Following 
this line of thought, children would reproduce their 
parents’ behaviours highlighting a possible effect of 
cultural maintenance for second generations, i.e. a 
prevalence of a socialisation process. Moreover, it 
may also suggest that the greater the cultural dif-
ferences between immigrants and the native pop-
ulation, the larger the difference in the leaving of 
the parental home and union formation patterns is 
likely to be. In particular, differences would tend to 
increase for those who come from countries charac-
These results remain when we control for composi-
tion effects, i.e. for differences in level of education, 
age, number of siblings, and father’s and mother’s 
level of education (Table 3). For both men and wo-
men, second generations from Maghreb have a lower 
propensity to leave the parental home than French 
natives. As far as the first union is concerned, differ-
ences were also found but only for women. Again, no 
relevant differences emerge for the transition to the 
first child. 
Among descendants of immigrants, only those with 
both immigrant parents from Maghreb substantially 
delay the transition to adulthood, both the departure 
from the parental home, the first union and the birth 
of the first child (Table 44). In contrast, those with 
mixed parents (only one immigrant parent) show be-
haviours that are very close to French natives, re-
gardless of origin. 
 Conclusions 
This study is a first attempt to investigate the timing 
of leaving the parental home and family formation 
among second generations of immigrants through 
the GGS data. This data allows for an identification of 
the two main origin groups in France, namely those 
Table 3. Effect of origin on the propensity to exper-
ience different stages of transition to adulthood 
by gender (Coefficient estimates from Cox model). 
France 2005, age 18-49.
Note: Other covariates included in the models: Level of edu-
cation; age; number of siblings; father’s level of education; 
mother’s level of education; sex (when pooled). Cox models. 
Episodes start from the fifteenth birthday and end at the 
date of specific event or at the interview (censored epis-
odes). Source: GGS data.
Table 2. Median age by sex and migration background. 
France 2005, 18-49 years of age.
Note: “*” 95% statistical significance compared to Native 
French. Median ages computed through Kaplan-Meier life 
tables. Source: GGS data
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terised by strong family ties, strong commitment to 
family life or values, and a longer co-residence with 
parents, especially for men and where direct mar-
riage is frequent (Ferrari and Pailhé, 2016). 
An alternative explanation takes into account a dif-
ferent mechanism. Children of immigrants, in partic-
ular those from Maghreb and those with a non-mixed 
origin, face huge constraints in the labour market, 
such as job insecurity, low income levels and higher 
unemployment rates. These, in turn, make it im-
possible for them to provide the guarantees required 
by the housing market, a problem compounded by 
the steady increase in housing prices and their par-
ents’ inability to support them (Santelli, 2007). They 
also face discrimination in access to housing (Pan Ke 
Shon and Scodellaro, 2015). Moreover, being unem-
ployed tends to hinder union formation among men, 
given that they are less attractive on the marriage 
market because they are unable to fulfil the role as 
breadwinners (Kalmijn, 2011). This explanation ap-
plies to a lower proportion of children of Europeans, 
as they join the labour force more quickly and face 
a lower unemployment rate. At the same time, con-
textual factors such as level of segregation might ex-
plain some of the differences we found in the ways 
that children of immigrants and natives move to-
wards adulthood.
GGS data does not allow to enter into a detailed de-
bate about the role of cultural roots or constraints 
arising from being a part of an immigrant family in 
shaping the life course trajectories, mainly because 
immigrants, and to some extent their children, can-
not be considered as a non-selected group (see 
Impicciatore, 2015 for a discussion). Nevertheless, 
GGS data has proven to be an additional source for 
the analysis of life course trajectories of descendants 
of immigrants in Europe leaving room for potential 
further analyses and comparisons with the native 
population in other immigration countries. 
Footnotes 
1 On the contrary, in the northern African countries it is 
more common for women to marry early and there to be 
large age differences between spouses (Pailhé, 2015).
2 In the previous years, the main sources for the study 
of home departure and family formation of immigrants and 
their descendants in the French context have been: The 
MGIS (Mobilité géographique et insertion sociale) held in 
1992 and the EHF (Étude de l’Histoire Familiale) in 1999.
3 Information on the country of birth of respondent and 
their parents is also available at least for the following 
cases: north Africans and western Asians in Sweden, and 
eastern Europeans in Austria and Turks in Germany. For the 
latter case, see: Windzio M. and Aybek, C. (2015). Marriage, 
norm orientation and leaving the parental home: Turkish 
immigrant and native families in Germany. Comparative 
Population Studies 40(2): 105-130.
4 Given the reduced number of cases, we take both sexes 
together.
Table 4. Effect of mixed and non-mixed origin on the propensity to experience different stages of transition to adult-
hood by gender (Coefficient estimates from Cox model). France 2005, age 18-49.
Note: Other covariates included in the models: Level of education; age; number of siblings; father’s level of education; mother’s 
level of education; sex (when pooled). Source. GGS data
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